fourth ezra: time and history as theological critique of leading the people, comforting those still mourning the destruction, and transmitting to them a literary heritage (twenty-four books for the masses, seventy for the wise) before being translated to heaven. Although 4 Ezra is the only work discussed in this study that was not written during the second century bce, it is nevertheless important for understanding the relationship between the historical experiences of Second Temple Jews and their ideas about the shape of historical time. The author of 4 Ezra wrestles with the temporal implications of the destruction of the Second Temple in a series of historical reviews at different points in the book. Ezra's major concern is understanding whether the destruction signals a break from the past and constitutes a new beginning, and each of the historical reviews suggests a different way of relating the destruction of 70 ce to the past.
As we have seen throughout this study, communities seek to construct their identity and aspirations in the present by identifying their own temporal beginning in the past. In the aftermath of the destruction of the Second Temple, hope for the future required that the people overcome a sense of temporal rupture. In order to restore continuity between past and present, the author of 4 Ezra offers his audience a narrative of beginnings. Hindy Najman describes 4 Ezra as an effort to "unfreeze the present and recover the future" by turning to the past.5 The different historical surveys in 4 Ezra isolate one of three historical moments as the beginning of God's special relationship with Israel: creation, the eternal covenant with Abraham, or the giving of the Torah at Sinai. By considering multiple possible beginnings, each of these reviews of the past provides the author's community with different, even conflicting, visions of itself. If the election of Israel took place at creation or with the Abrahamic covenant, then God is bound eternally to his people. Accordingly, the history of Israel should progress forward in linear fashion without temporal breaks that disrupt the covenantal relationship. The destruction of the temple, however, constitutes such an unprecedented break, compelling Ezra to challenge divine justice. In the other texts that I have examined in this study, the belief that Israel's election began at creation served to diminish the "terror of history." In the case of 4 Ezra, however, it functions as the basis for theological critique.
As Ezra's dialogue with the angel Uriel progresses, Uriel convinces his interlocutor that the election of Israel was not eternally binding. The destruction of the temple was not distinctive but rather was an example of divine retribution.
